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President Carlos Saul Menem is shoring up political alliances in key electoral areas, hoping to
convert his comfortable lead in the polls to a first-round victory in the May 14 general elections.
Surprisingly, Menem received a boost from Mexico's financial troubles, and it appears that only a
significant downturn in the Argentine economy could jeopardize his chances. Last year, Menem
pushed through constitutional changes that allow him to run for a consecutive second term. The
amendments also call for direct election of the president, rather than via the previous electoral
college system. The revisions also provide for a runoff between the top two contenders, unless the
front runner takes 45% of the valid votes, or 40% if that is 10% more than the next-highest candidate.
If a runoff is necessary after the May elections, it will take place June 11. Menem needs a first-round
victory. If he does not win in the first round, he faces the possibility that the opposition will join
forces to defeat him.
To increase his chances of winning on the first ballot, Menem is forming alliances between his
Partido Justicialista (PJ-peronista) and center- right parties and candidates in the provinces.
Menem's latest alliance is with Rolando Tauguinas, the governor of the northwest province of
Chaco. Tauguinas agreed to throw the support of his party, Accion Chaquena, to Menem in
exchange for economic benefits for the financially strapped province, where unemployment
exceeds the 12.2% national rate. In addition to Tauguinas's party, Menem has also formed alliances
with majority state parties in the northern provinces of Salta and Jujuy, the southern province of
Neuquen, and with the Partido Nacional in the central province of Cordoba. Menem appears to
have little to worry about. Respected pollsters Rosendo Fraga and Julio Aurelio said on Feb. 5 that
if elections were held then, Menem would win 45% of the vote and be re-elected without a runoff.
In the polls taken by Fraga and Aurelio, the Union Civica Radical (UCR) came in second with 25%,
followed by the center-left Frente Pais Solidario (Frepaso) with 20%.
Menem's major opponents include Horacio Massaccesi of the UCR, and whoever receives the
Frepaso candidacy. Both Carlos "Chacho" Alvarez and senator Jose Bordon are vying for the Frepaso
nomination, which will be decided this month. Weaker candidates include national deputy Aldo
Rico of the Movimiento por la Dignidad y la Independencia (MODIN). Rico is a former lieutenant
colonel and leader of the military rebels, known as the carapintadas, who staged two coup attempts
during the Raul Alfonsin administration (1983-1989). Those uprisings led to passage of the amnesty
laws absolving the military of human rights abuses during Argentina's dirty war. Also running is
former dictator Juan Carlos Ongania (1966-70) of the Frente Azul y Blanco, a dissident faction of
MODIN. Ongania headed the de facto government that overthrew UCR president Arturo Illia in
1966. MODIN deputy Roberto Etchenique said Ongania will capture the votes "of the nostalgic
over-50 voters."
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Some analysts attribute Menem's comfortable lead at this point to the opposition parties' failure to
present any alternatives to the neoliberal economic model promoted by the Menem administration.
Menem's policies are credited with curbing inflation and bringing general economic stability to
the country. In fact, Menem's popularity seems to have grown as a result of the Mexican financial
crisis that erupted in January (see SourceMex - Economic News & Analysis on Mexico, 01/04/95
and 1/11/95). The Argentine economy's resilience in the face of the peso devaluation's ripple effect
on other Latin American economies has highlighted the success of the Menem administration's
economic stabilization program.
A government-initiated poll published Feb. 4 showed Menem with 37.2% support in the greater
Buenos Aires area, representing a 10-point jump since the Mexican devaluation. In contrast, the
poll gave the UCR 15.8% and Frepaso 14.2%. Moreover, poll respondents generally expressed
confidence in Menem's claim that his policies are sound and that the Mexican crisis will not spread
to Argentina. Menem's boost in popularity in the wake of Mexico's troubles was confirmed by
another poll released by the private polling firm Centro de Estudios de Opinion Publica (CEOP) on
Feb. 12. It gave Menem 31.8%, followed by the UCR with 17.1%, and Frepaso with 12.9%. MODIN
was a distant fourth with 3.9%, while 22.5% of the voters remain undecided.
In addition, that poll indicated that voter support for the president had grown since the Mexican
financial crisis, precisely among voters with large time-payment debts. The poll focused on these
indebted, mostly middle-class, Argentines, called the "time-payment voters." They are consumers
who, lulled by the economic stability brought about by Menem's economic policies, made excessive
purchases on credit. According to CEOP, this group comprises about 40% of Argentines of voting
age. Of those, 40% are committed to voting for Menem. Many "time-payment voters" appear
convinced that any change in government could adversely affect their precarious economic
situation, with budgets stretched to make the monthly payments on their credit purchases. They are
betting on Menem to maintain their life-style and purchasing power.
With his campaign in full swing, Menem is promising growth, development, and social justice if
he is re-elected. At the Feb. 5 opening campaign rally in the resort of Mar del Plata, 400 km. south
of Buenos Aires, the president expressed confidence that he "has already won." Menem said the
only way he could lose is "if we commit unpardonable political or economic errors." At the rally,
Menem's running mate, former interior minister Carlos Ruckauf, credited Menem with saving the
country from any significant fallout from the Mexican crisis.
"When everything in the Americas shook, when it seemed a monster wave from Mexico was about
to sweep it all away, once again the skipper managed to keep the boat on course," he roared.
"Menem knows the way." Menem has assured the business community that his economic policies
will continue. "What we have set in motion, based on coherent and well-written legislation,
could perhaps be improved or perfected," he said. "But we will never stall or reverse those
policies." (Sources: Notimex, 02/01/95; Spanish news service EFE, Reuter, 02/05/95; Agence FrancePresse, 02/08/95, 02/09/95, 02/12/95)
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